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ABSTRACT
THE OVERLOOKED
Razel Navarro, M.A.
Department of English
Northern Illinois University, 2015
Joseph Bonomo, Director
This thesis focuses on the homeless population of our current society, and pays special
attention to the select interviews that were collected from individuals of this group firsthand. It
strives to emphasize that although homeless people are frequently assigned a negative stigma,
they are still thinking, feeling persons like the rest of the more fortunate population. It also
examines some of the experiences that the interviewees shared, and aims to retell their stories.
This text will attempt to shed a light on some of the misunderstandings and fear of these
overlooked people. It encourage readers to become aware of their own inherent biases or
assumptions towards the homeless. All of this is done with the hope that with more education
and attention given to these underprivileged people, sufficient care can become provided.
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INTRODUCTION

The inspiration for this Thesis was sparked by my initial encounter with a homeless
woman named Dreama in the summer of 2010. The notion to write about it originated in
Professor Bonomo’s English 692: Creative Nonfiction Writing class in the Spring of 2014 that is
taught here at Northern Illinois University. We were encouraged to write about experiences that
stood out to us when reflecting on our lives, and I was quickly drawn to spirit of the moment that
I first strived to connect with a homeless person because I value this memory dearly.

My essay recreated the conversation that I had with Dreama, who I met when she was
sitting on a sidewalk in Chicago one night in the summer of 2011. I had always had an urge and
curiosity to stop and have a conversation with the homeless people that I would see on the streets
in Chicago, but—like many others—I was usually in a rush to get somewhere. I have constantly
felt a pang of guilt whenever passing a homeless person in the street for as long as I can recall,
and the night I met Dreama was the first time I could take a moment to talk to someone who
lived that lifestyle. I remember being very surprised at how open Dreama was to letting me join
her sitting on the sidewalk, and the honesty of her life with which she was willing to share with
me; a complete stranger. This encounter made me realize how easily the homeless population has
come to be overlooked, yet how important they all still are—just like everyone else in the world.

After having written the essay and presented it to my peers, I learned that there was so
much more that could be unveiled about not only Dreama and her tear-glittered eyes, but the
homeless population in its entirety. A delicate and significant moment that is revealed when an
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interaction between people takes place, and by writing about these moments I realized that the
topic of homelessness itself can be spotlighted.

I aim to emphasize the relatability of those that I interviewed, in the hopes of
demonstrating that although we live in an alienated society where we tend to judge others by
their living circumstances, there is something to be learned about everyone. Personally, I have
learned through my encounters with these people that they were never what I initially assumed. I
also have realized that many of them have endured things that I doubt I could ever handle
myself.
For this project I have read memoirs and other books and documentaries that research and
share information about being homeless. I have selected key passages that are similar to the
essence of one’s thoughts such as beliefs and experiences that I was aiming to explore and share
during my interviews. These ideas focus on themes such as the inherent bias people may have
towards the homeless, and how this overlooked population feels about their treatment.
In Brianna Karp’s memoir The Girl’s Guide to Homelessness, she wonders “how many
other people like me are out there. People who had the stereotypical idea of a homeless man or
woman, who believed that it would not, could not, happen to them. The truth is, we never know
the whole story. We don’t know other people’s circumstances. You can speculate that the wino
sitting outside the 7-Eleven begging for change is there because he’s too lazy or stupid or
uneducated or selfish or mentally ill. But will we ever truly know?” (95). As unfortunate as the
fact is, it is simply too convenient sometimes for people to assume that the circumstances of
homeless people are deserved. I think it’s important to recognize when we are wrong, and to
always have empathy for others.
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I believe that by simply being people, there are things that we all inevitably share with
each other, regardless of the circumstances that we were raised in or what we have been told
throughout our lives. Prioleau Alexander’s book You Want Fries With That?: A White-Collar
Burnout Experiences Life Minimum Wage demonstrates these universals well—“here’s my
conclusion: as a child, nobody wants to be a nobody. Every kid is born to be an astronaut, or a
professional athlete, or a fireman, or a famous actor. […] So what in the hell happens during
someone’s life that leads them to work at Burger World as a real-live, all kidding-aside job? Life
happens” (180). In the world, it has become common for people to separate themselves from
each other based on beliefs, experiences, and believed standards of what is considered
appropriate behavior. Although it is understandable that we conduct ourselves this way, we also
risk missing out on knowledge (such as remembering the beauty of simplicity) and connections
we could have created with people who vary greatly from ourselves. Simply put, we should
strive to be aware of our presumptions about others and perhaps learn to correct ourselves.
There can also a lot to be determined about how people have fallen into their
circumstances. I have learned through my interviews that although sometimes homelessness
genuinely is caused by one’s own hand, it is more often than not caused by factors that are
beyond one’s control. According to the "Homelessness" Opposing Viewpoints Series, edited by
Tamara Thompson, there are a myriad of influences that can be held responsible such as “Lack
of Affordable Health Care [;] Domestic Violence, Mental Illness, [and] Addiction Disorder[s]”
(72-73). For the younger homeless population, there is also the simple notion of “aging out” of
group homes. When a minor turns 18, “youth advocate Elizabeth Calvin explains that such
‘emancipated’ young people often end up homeless, because they are typically forced from their
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housing situations […]” (40). Of course, this thesis does not intend to point fingers at the
government or to shame anyone, it merely tries to reveal that perhaps we should consistently
exercise an open-mindedness to the homeless population because we may never know where
they have come from.
Moreover, another common characteristic I encountered during my conversations is that
homelessness can sometimes simply boil down to where someone happens to be born. When
interviewing people from El Salvador, it became clear to me that their circumstances and
obstacles stemmed in large measure from their environment. With the repercussions of the civil
war, along with high levels of gang violence, those who live there must deal with the fact that
even such everyday actions such as walking to school and work can be very dangerous.
Alexander does well with explaining the benefits of living in America: “If there’s one
thing that’s clear, it’s that Americans are light-years ahead of the rest of the world. […] Our
middle class lives like the elite of most nations, complete with car, cable, cell phone, fashionable
clothing, vacations, and junk food. Our rich… well, let’s not even bother. […]For tens of
thousands of years we’ve been refining our survival techniques, and suddenly in the past hundred
years we’ve come to consider electricity necessary for survival” (12). Alexander then goes on to
say that “We should all be waking up—every day—and staggering out into the sunlight and
shouting, ‘Thank you, God, for allowing me to be born in America!’ […] Instead, we work at our
jobs and complain. We do drugs. We drink ourselves silly. We eat so much food we ruin our
health. We worship movie stars. We sue tobacco companies and doctors and manufacturers for
things that hurt us. We kill each other in droves. And we accept all this as normal” (13). Perhaps
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instead of spending our time focusing on what we don’t have, we should recognize and
appreciate what we do, whether it is our families, a hot meal, or a smile from a stranger.
My greatest hesitancy with writing this project is how underqualified I view myself to be.
I have consistently criticized myself asking “What is it that makes me fit to try and represent
such a diverse population?” Yes, I have conducted the interviews, but I have also been incredibly
fortunate in my life. Having been born a part of the first generation in America, I have not had to
endure an extensive amount of hardship. I will be forever grateful to my family for having made
the living conditions possible for myself and my siblings.
The only genuine taste I have had of being homeless was when I visited El Salvador on a
church mission trip this past summer, in 2014. My church group was staying in a gated location
that housed many orphans and families that were in need of help (primarily either a place to stay,
or hideout from gangs). The first 3 days there, the water did not run. This meant no showering,
washing hands, or flushing the toilets. I was staying in a 7-bed bedroom (where I was told some
of the natives would sometimes live as well), and had a lot of difficulty relying solely on hand
sanitizer for cleanliness and jug water to stay hydrated. I learned that the water shutting off
randomly happened frequently at the house, and it was simply another fact of life. I had the
pleasure of meeting many people who lived in that community and they were all overwhelmingly
kind and generous with what little that they had—giving us handmade headbands and bread
dessert throughout our time there. It is the strength of people who are living in homelessness that
should be recognized.

For every person that I interviewed, I changed their name. This is indicated with the
initial presentation of their pseudonym with an asterisk. When conversing with them, some
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people indicated that they would not mind being described in this project with their real name.
However, I found that I personally felt more comfortable writing about them when using a
different alias simply because I am aiming to emphasize their experiences. Ultimately, I feel
hesitant to risk exposing the people I interviewed to anyone who may know them. I want to
completely avoid any of my interviewees potentially becoming assigned a negative stigma if by
any chance anyone who could recognize them read my work.

7

THE INTERVIEWS
“I’m a hero.”
He is Ernest*, likes reading Langston Hughes, and affectionately holds the cloth bundle
that has his poetry book inside throughout our entire conversation. I run into him on the
intersection of State and Lake Street in Chicago, on this particularly bright and hot day in June.
However— despite the heat— he wears two beanies that are black and grey, and multiple layers
of dark, worn down clothes that have holes in the knees of his pants with scuffed working boots.
His young face does not appear to represent the 27 years that he claims to have been alive. His
dark skin and hair hold a sharp contrast to his white teeth that (although are not perfectly
straight) I find to hold a certain charm when he smiles, which is rarely.
In exchange for a sandwich and soda from Potbelly, Ernest has hesitantly agreed to let me
stand with him on the corner that he panhandles “almost every day” and get to know him better.
Before we begin, he is defensive and asks me “why do you want to get to know me? What makes
me so special?” I explain that I am interested in interviewing people who appear to have had
different life experiences from my own, and that since he is homeless I think that he is
interesting. I silently breathe a sigh of a relief when he nods his head thoughtfully. I feel lucky
that he considers my honest answer to be satisfactory. Ernest makes a “go on” gesture with his
hand, and motions his head to my red notebook—he’s giving me the green light.
I smile giddily, finding it difficult to squelch how excited I feel to interview him (to
which he appears amused, his mouth holds a hint of a grin). My biggest fear is to offend him—I
would feel guilty and awkward trying to have to clarify anything that I say, so from the
beginning I strive to choose my words carefully. I start off simply—“Where are you originally
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from?” He explains that he is originally from Chicago IL, but has also lived in Oklahoma and
Ohio but ultimately he found them to be “too country.”
Shortly into our conversation, a black woman dressed in a UPS uniform approaches and
interrupts us—“Your older brother is looking for you!” Ernest looks at her and appears to brush
off her report, at which she glances at me with a look of annoyance and continues walking down
the sidewalk. Ernest then looks back at me, expecting to resume the interview. I feel a bit
awkward because this is the first moment I am aware that my presence is being noted by other
people; in the busy-ness of the city it is normal to sometimes feel invisible since there are so
many people. The look the UPS woman gave me was direct, and felt hostile.
I shake it off, and ask Ernest who he believes he is—not considering his circumstances or
any labels that he may have been given in the past. He answers, “I’m a hero,” and explains that
“I know how it feels to live in the shack, I’m homeless, I’m also a poet and I make music. And I
like to know how people feel, I like reading people. But I’m always not interested in the people
I’m reading.” I inquire as to why he feels this, and Ernest bluntly states “Well uh, cuz they’re not
me, and I care so much about myself being homeless and living in the, in the, in the shack.” He
explains that he has been homeless for the past three to four years, and that the things that led
him to living this sort of lifestyle is primarily “bitterness.” He does not care to further clarify his
reasoning, and I do not feel compelled to push further because I can sense that he’s
uncomfortable with whatever thoughts are beginning to bubble.
Looking back, I remember feeling the eyes of many of the people that walked by Ernest
and I while we spoke. Some appeared curious; perhaps I was bothering this young man by trying
to talk to him. Others seemed concerned for me; was I okay? A few looked at the both of us
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standing there, appeared to compare our differences in clothes (mine being a simple university
shirt, shorts, and sneakers), and then shrug off whatever thought they had and continue on their
way. I believe that I would probably react the same way—sometimes I worry that the homeless
are getting harassed by people passing by (perhaps mocking them, which I have seen), but I also
occasionally wander if they’re doing the harassing. These are thoughts that although it is human
nature to have, I am ashamed to expose about myself.
I move on to ask him what he values most—as well as least—about himself. Ernest
smiles, and says “Poetry; how I conjure it, I value it.” He holds up a small, frayed black book;
the tan cracks underneath its cover are beginning to show. He has been affectionately handling it
(I suspect unconsciously) during our talk. I guess that it may serve to be the equivalent of a
security blanket for a child—something to hold on to that gives one comfort. He moves on to say
that it is his selfishness that he values least, once again with minimal elaboration and we leave
his answer at that.
The more we converse, the more I realize that he holds a certain confidence about himself
based on the hand gestures that he uses when explaining his answers and stories. His hands
sweep through the air like a maestro conducting an orchestra, but with more conviction and pride
in his words. One of his primary lessons about life is to “Revise everything […] if you’re doing
good the first time, you can do it better, and if you want to do better than that, it’s always
possible.” This is the surest statement that Ernest makes—his dark brown eyes lock into mine
with no hesitance as he speaks them. The remainder of my questions fade into irrelevance after
this response, and I sense that perhaps he is getting bored with me.
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I quickly decide to ask one more before I go on my way—“In the haste of our daily lives,
what are we no longer seeing?” After a moment of thought, Ernest carefully says “I don’t think
people communicate with other people anymore.[…] If you come outside dressed a certain way
but you don’t communicate with people, don’t nobody understand you. Like the way that I’m
dressed right now, I look like a bum, but if you talk to me, and got to know me I don’t think you
would see a bum […] I don’t think they judge […] I think they make a wrong call.” I tell Ernest
that I agree with his viewpoint, and we shake hands saying “goodbye.”
I wish that I had gotten to know Ernest better. He consistently gave short, abrupt answers
to my questions and although I would certainly never want to pry, I do feel that he had more he
wanted to say. Whatever made him choose not to, I completely respect it. However, this feeling
from interacting with Ernest will always remind me that every person has an entire world in
them.

“7/07/2007”
Rocko* is an outspoken 36 year old who hopes to make it back to his hometown of Los
Angeles, California once he gets off probation. We are sitting in The Corner Bakery in
Chicago—I am sitting in one red booth and he is sitting across from me in the other. The first
thing that I notice about him is his chatty and stuttering mannerisms, almost like the tick that an
addict would have (which I suspect that he is). He has sudden outbursts of profane comments
that usually betray a sexual inference, and everything he says is loudly spoken almost to ensure
that everyone around us can hear it. After we have been served our food, he immediate gets up to
go to the condiments stand, stating that he needs Cholula sauce to go with his eggs, and that he
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needs to “butter my muffin,” with a flirty wink at me. I shrug off the inappropriate comment, and
wait until he sits down again to start interviewing him.
Although I am glad that I politely dismissed Rocko’s comments and continued on with the
conversation, I regret not asking him to explain his behavior. Throughout the interview he made
inappropriate comments and despite the fact that I did not reflect appreciation for these
gestures, he still did not stop. I would have liked to ask him why he believes that it is necessary to
act this way towards a stranger, and if he is aware of how it can make one feel somewhat
threatened. I’ll never know.
Diving right in, I ask Rocko to tell me the main events of his life story thus far—“I’m not
really proud of it, right now […] I come from a very successful, um, my family owns a
business.” He explains that his father owns a company that makes sticks for playing pool, and
spells out his last name telling me to look it up sometime. He appears to be very proud of his
familial roots, and describes his life before homelessness as one that was very privileged. He had
been an engineer machinist before he “picked up some felonies,” and was a body guard for 10
years as well.
I ask him about his situation being homeless, and Rocko seems slightly sheepish and
stares at the table for a moment, saying that it is a “temp job,” and that he has been living this
way for a year. He then goes on to explain his worries concerning homelessness—“if you get too
comfortable on the streets, you know it’s not like… you don’t have to work, all that crazy
stuff and then you kind of like I have, you know?” This is one of the few times I get a sense of
Rocko’s real personality and heart, but he quickly shakes off this thought and proceeds to scoop
another large piece of egg and meat onto his fork using his fingers and gobble it into his mouth.
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When I inquire as to how much longer he plans on being in Illinois, he states that he won’t be
allowed to leave until his probation is complete, in another “five more months or something.”
When asked whether or not he believes in destiny, Rocko states “Definitely. At times,”
and emphasizes that “It’s not what you do, it’s how you do it.” Regarding what it is that he
values most and least, he says “nothing,” and then has a change of heart and says “health.” “I’ve
almost given up you know, but I didn’t. I got a job now, trying to get it together you know, if I
uh, you know. I see all these homeless people you know, and they never eat. They always get
this money but they never buy food.” He then goes on to explain what he would like to change
about himself—being a procrastinator at making the moves necessary to be able to better his
current situation.
In between and during my questions, Rocko avidly douses his eggs and bread with
multiple sauces and jams. He does not appear to feel very comfortable in silence when I
contemplate the next question, and ends up offering a lot of extra stories about himself as if to
fill it. He also asks questions about my lifestyle, and when I share that I am from the suburbs, he
asks, “tell me something, why do you suburban girls like to party so much?” I tell him that I am
actually not a partier, and he rolls his eyes and appeared to be a bit disbelieving and
disappointed. I feel genuinely put off that he would ask me such a question, as if implying that I
myself must be a certain type of person.
My impression of Rocko is that he thrives on being viewed as a troublemaker, and I
assume perhaps it is because he was always treated as such. He explains that he was expelled
from college for having weed in his room, and with a mischievous glint in his eye and a smirk,
says that “in the sea is life, [and] I’m a sea monster.” He further builds upon this notion when I
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move ask if he believes that people are inherently good or not. “There’s more good than bad,
there’s definitely a ton of scumbags out there.” Just then, his grin began to fade. “[…] I’m
definitely a bad guy […] I’m a terrible person.” When I ask as to why he appears to believe this
so adamantly, Rocko shares that “I have a son, and I’m not a good father and my son’s in
California and um, you know, I should be there for him [...] it kills me to not be there for him.”
He describes his son to me and shows that he has his name (Joseph*) tattooed on his left hand,
and has the cool birthday of 7/7/2007.
Rocko then surprises me by showing even more vulnerability. He shares that his younger
sister just passed away in December at the age of 29 and that this is what prompted him to start
drinking every day. With downcast eyes at his food, he explains that he was in Chicago being
homeless and following his probation while his family was in Santa Monica, and that “My
family will probably never forgive me for being nowhere to be found.” After sharing this, Rocko
appears to refocus himself by blinking in a rapid succession, and asks me for the next question.
It’s moments like this that I wanted to discover: the raw truth in people. I was both
surprised and happy to see that Rocko could have this glimmer of honesty in himself because it
was nice to simply know it was there. I think it becomes easy to believe that some people are
simply cold, and that there is nothing to see. There is always something to see.
“What is happiness?”—He simply states it as “Love”, and then adds to the list by saying
that it is also “[…] having a full belly, having a family, when you do good in life. When I’m
working […], have my friends around, when I make contact with my family […] join the life.
Waking up, [..] enjoying the sunshine. The simple things of life.” I tell him that I agree, and
realize that this is the first moment that I feel like I have anything in common with Rocko, and
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use his sentimentality as a launching point to ask whether he considers life to be too short to
tolerate. He bluntly states “Bullshit […] prized possessions, but it’s what’s in your heart […].
People don’t see happiness anymore.” I tell him that I agree, and we both share a smile.
As I begin to thank him for taking the time to sit down and answer a few of my questions,
Rocko then begins to ask more about myself—even repeating questions that he has already
asked. After answering him, I stand up and pack my things. While I do this, he writes down the
phone number to his cousin’s tattoo parlor, saying that if I come there he will be “able to get
[me] a great deal on a tattoo,” for which I thank him. However, I cannot help but feel that this
additional conversation is out of a desire to not be left alone; whether because I am female
company or simply company in general, it is a coin toss to be able to tell.
Walking away I ask myself, why was it that I sometimes felt uncomfortable in Rocko’s
presence? Yes, there are the simple facts that he is an older male with a rambunctious persona
and makes excessive sexual puns. However, I think that there is more to it. I think I also
stereotyped him during our interaction because I expected him to be loud and potentially
overwhelming, and maybe nothing he could have done would have changed that. Although I
pride myself on not blindly following and trusting people, I also feel ashamed that our society
has become one that almost requires a defensive attitude against strangers because such terrible
things can happen if the wrong person is given the benefit of the doubt. This is not solely a
reflection on Rocko’s character, but also on everyone else’s.
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“Milk please”
Zena* is sitting on milk crate, holding a cardboard sign in front of her face. She is
wearing a colorful scarf around her hair, and a long black dress that covers everything except for
her fingertips, which peek out around the sign as she holds it. She stares downcast, and does not
see anyone as they walk by her—I think this behavior possibly indicates shame. I take a seat on
the concrete next to her and say “hello.” She turns her face and looked at me with a soft smile,
her brown eyes holding a warm aura behind them. As I begin to ask her if it would be alright if I
asked her a few questions, she interrupts me with an accented “no.” We quickly establish that
there is a language barrier between us—Zena is from Madrid and primarily speaks Spanish.
However, we decide to give the interview a try anyway, after she explains that she does
understand some English.
In exchange for her time, I had offered to buy Zena lunch, or anything else that she would
like. She asked me for milk, and stated “para mi familia”, meaning that it was intended to be
shared with her family. After I had bought her a gallon from a CVS Pharmacy close by, I could
see her gratitude as soon as I was within sight walking back. I find it very honorable that her
first thought was to get something to give to her family—I believe Zena must be a wonderful
mother.
The first question I ask, I speak slowly: “Do you think that people are mainly good, or
bad?” She smiles sheepishly and says an accented “I don’t…” holding up her hands. I try
again—“Es personas son mal o’ bien?” Geez, my Spanish is shabby. Zena then nods her head in
understanding and answers, “Las personas son mas buenas”—People are very good. After asking
a few questions and skipping over others because they proved to be too difficult to translate, I
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primarily learn that Zena is happiest when she is with her family. She values that she is strong
and “atletica,” and had worked with sewing machines until her company was closed roughly two
or three months ago, which is why she does “this”—referring to her sitting on a milk crate,
panhandling.
Shortly into our interview I tell her “gracias” for her time, and start packing up my
notebook. She seems concerned, and says “No,” stopping me. From what I can gather, her
husband does not speak English at all, but her children do; “My son Joey*, is one person,
inteligente.” She explains that I should call Josef (who is 18 years old) for an interview as well,
at which I hesitate but due to her insistence, I agree.
Zena takes out an old flip cellphone and calls Joey, speaking in Spanish and eventually
handing me her phone. I introduce myself to Joey and obtain his number (“3-1-2 […]”), and tell
him that I will call him back for an interview in about 15 minutes, to which he agrees and says
that he’ll be available. I hang up the phone and hand it back to Zena, thanking her so much for
her time. She’s a kind-hearted woman, and although we’ve spent such little time together, I like
her and feel sorry to have to go.
After I say goodbye, I take a small break for myself. Once I have bought myself a
chocolate milkshake, I sit at a bench and call Joey. He answers on the 4th ring—“hello?” His
voice is very Americanized in comparison to his mother’s. After I explain that I would just like
honest answers to a few questions, he gives me the go ahead to ask away. “What key lesson
would you advise someone who is just getting started in their life?” He says “Enjoy life all that
you can.” We build off this to the question of what people shouldn’t tolerate—“Don’t tolerate
being judged and do not be racist”; Joey explains that in some of the places that his family has
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lived, people have hated gays, Mexicans and blacks, and wanted to kill them. “[They’re] the
same as you just a different color, a different culture.”
Joey states that he values his family the most. I excitedly interrupt—“Your mother said
the same thing!” He laughs, and says “yeah.” He differs from his mother’s perception of
people—before answering, he asks that I share what his mother answered, then gives his own.
“For me people are good sometimes; sometimes they’re bad.” He also believes that “People can
control their destiny if they want to, if they don’t, they won’t.” Joey seems to be very wise for his
age; I start to wander what different experiences we both must have had in our lives. He does
state some strong beliefs, such as karma is something that does and will go around—“If you hit
me, somebody will hit you back harder.”
Joey’s daily routine is to wake up, go for a bike ride, and hang out with friends. He
explains that he does homeschooling online, and hopes to be an engineer…someday. Eventually
I guess that perhaps he would prefer to end the conversation based on the decrease in tone of his
voice. Although I find Joey intriguing, and would like to inquire further into the potential racism
that his family has encountered (because mine has too), it simply doesn’t feel right. I thank him
for his time, and we hang up.

“We try to be good; a lot of them do, but um, but we can’t be good by ourselves [...] We
can’t be good in like any way without the Lord.”
He is sitting on the sidewalk, with a Pit bull and German Shepherd-mix puppy. When I
first approach him I cannot see his face. Instead, I see shoulder-length wavy brown hair, heavy
looking brown boots, a bulky hoodie and worn-down denim pants. The air holds an edge of a
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chill, especially for a summer day. I can tell that it will start to rain at any moment as brooding
grey clouds start to creep over the towering buildings in the city. Approaching Alex’s* sitting
figure, I can pick up a sense of hostility as I draw closer. I feel a shudder of nervousness travel
through my shoulders as I walk closer but the magnetism of this person is too tempting to resist.
I walk around him and see his face; it is striking— pale white skin with light blue eyes
that hint at having seen many things, yet there’s a warmth that thinly borders them. After a short
introduction, Alex welcomes me to sit with him, and his dog Lake starts to greet me with
slobbery puppy kisses. Alex tells me that Lake got his name because he was found alone in the
wet basement of an old house by Alex and his friends, and that he is guesstimated to be roughly
8 months old. I’m surprised—due to Lake’s mixture of breeds he already almost looks like a fullgrown dog! I can tell that the duo are fond of each other as Lake consistently keeps on eye on
Alex throughout our conversation and skittishly barks at passersby, and Alex reassures him with
occasional pats on the head.
I learn that Alex is close to my age: 25 years old. He is originally from Oregon but ended
up in Chicago when heading to New Orleans because the man who was driving him and a friend
around turned out to be a “weirdo”. Alex was born a female, but identifies as a male. I ask him if
he is ever scared of being a female since he has been homeless on and off for “a long time”? He
responds “As long as you’re nice […], or ignorant of where you are, Chicago really isn’t
dangerous.” He explains that since he is Transgender but still looks female, he is catcalled by
people at least 20 times a week. I can’t imagine that kind of frustration, and I can tell that it
strikes a nerve in Alex by simply talking about it. I inquire as to how overall he feels that people
accept transgenders, and he says “Chicago is not nearly as good as […] Oregon, but it’s alright.”
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I get a strong sense that Alex is an old soul. Although we are similar in age, I see in his
strong hand gestures that he makes while speaking that he has had to be very steadfast
throughout his life, and I feel embarrassed for bothering him for the sake of a few questions.
When I tell him this, he does not appear to understand, and shrugs it off as if to say “it’s cool.”
When asked what sort of thing life is too short to tolerate, he says “Um, I don’t know
probably just like treating other people like crap. And not like doing something for somebody if
you can […] because at the end of it, like what did you, what good did you get out of it, just
caring about yourself?” He expresses a strong belief in God, and I can see that Alex leans on his
faith greatly. When it comes to destiny, Alex says that “men can make all the plans they want
essentially but if the Lord…” and looks for the words to finish the thought. I offer my own—
“decides something else, then that’s it,” to which he nods his head in agreement.
Even though I found Alex’s demeanor to be bold and slightly intimidating, I wish that I
had spent more time chatting with him. He was interesting, and very real. He’s one of those
people that stun you when you look into their eyes because you know there’s so much within
them—a mixture of sadness and anger, but also some really beautiful things.
Alex states that he is a giving person, and views this as his greatest strength. I ask for an
example, and he explains that he recently built a door for the house that he, his best friend, and a
younger couple are living in. “If something needs to be done,” he likes to help. Another selfidentified strength is his capacity to “say the right thing” and be supportive of people.
“What do you value least?” Alex looks down contemplatively, rolling a fuzzy in between
his pale fingers. He has anger issues that he’s not proud of, but tries to work on them. He goes on
to explain how he doesn’t like staying at homeless shelters, because, “like, it’s way too easy to
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get your stuff taken […] when you get there you have to put your coat and your bag in this room
that they lock up or whatever, and then they give you a tag for your stuff and then you write your
name on it or whatever and then like, when you go to get your stuff they’re supposed to look at
the tag that they match up to make sure you’re getting your own stuff, but they don’t do that.” I
can sense his frustration recalling these experiences, and I don’t blame him. Our society is
supposed to be helping the homeless population, not increasing the difficulty in their lives and
apparently we aren’t doing as well as we can.
Alex is just getting warmed up—“like they use the tags to make it look like they’re doing
something, I don’t know […] like when we were there, I actually was like, ‘oh look! They’re not
even checking the tags, we can take whatever we want in here!’ […] so like, they would like,
look at them. Like I wasn’t even gonna take anybody’s stuff but like at least they could check
that what I was taking was mine.”
Unfortunately, this type of carelessness regarding help for the homeless is not simply
limited to the shelters. Alex tells me that in his neighborhood not too long ago, some local boys
saw his friend at the store buying something, and noted that she had 10 dollars in 1’s as change.
After she left the store, they chased after her. She was lucky enough to make it back close
enough to the house to see Alex, and yelled for him to “bring the dog!” The neighborhood boys
heard this and ran off. On other occasions, they have thrown a brick at his friend, and have even
hit Alex in the back with a stick.
I’m stunned to hear these stories. I ask Alex where these kids come from, and what there
could be done about the incidents. Shockingly, these kids are roughly 12 years old, and live in
the same neighborhood. It’s difficult to comprehend how this could be considered tolerable by
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the parents, but talking more with Alex he explains that he suspects that they act this way when
(and maybe because) their parents aren’t around. Alex goes on to say that he had to encourage
his friends not to retaliate against the kids since they run into them often, and that he’s told them
to “pray about it and it’ll stop.”
Wow. I tell him that it takes a big person to do that, and that I honestly do not know if I
could. I hesitate to inquire why the police are never called. For some reason, I fear it may appear
to be ignorant and insulting to Alex, but I can’t pinpoint why; maybe I am afraid to further point
out how different our life experiences are, and jeopardize this moment that Alex is sharing with
me. Lake’s reckless barking appears to peak as a couple of drops of rain begin to pepper the
sidewalks, and I know that this is my cue to go.
I thank Alex for his time and squeeze out one more curiosity—what it is he believes we
all overlook in our daily lives. He hardly needs time to ponder and says, “thinking for yourself.”
I smile, knowing that he primarily means that people should think for themselves along the path
of what God has intended for them. I give Lake a friendly scruff on his shoulder goodbye and
leave them both alone to find somewhere to avoid the rain.

“I value my heart because I’m human too and I understand that people have their own
lives beside me.”
I can immediately tell that Eve* is one of those people who are very kind. Walking along
Wacker Drive and Wells in the rain, I find her sitting on a fold-up chair that is tied to a black
umbrella that hovers over her. She is sleeping, yet holds a painted sign that reads “Young artist, 2
months pregnant, trying to be positive and also a parent. Need art supplies. God Bless.” I am
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embarrassed to disturb her, but I simply really want to, and figure that, since she’s outside
perhaps she would not be offended by it. “Hello?” She opens her eyes with a start, and I
immediately start apologizing for waking her. She smiles, and says that it’s fine and that she
didn’t want to doze off anyway.
Eve gives me her approval to join her on the sidewalk, scooting over some of her open
paints and pastels that are strewn out by her lawn chair. We make our initial introductions, and I
quickly pick up how open she is, and eager to talk about anything when I ask what she believes
life is too short to tolerate. “Arguing with other people […] what’s the point in hating each other,
and when you could make money—everybody can make money, have money in their pockets, no
point in hating on each other. It’s like, kind of bogus.” She nods in a general direction, and points
out the Michigan, State, and Washington streets, saying that “they trying to push people who
panhandles off the corner” with a laugh. Her laugh seems genuinely amused, but I also sense that
she’s incredulous at the nerve of other people. Eve speaks with much enthusiasm, inflecting her
voice with frequent highs and lows to emphasize points—it’s melodic and I find her voice
soothing.
She has very dark, curly hair that is French braided into two pigtails, and her smile
reveals very white, round teeth that soften her face and make her appear even more youthful. She
was born on the Southside of Chicago, and tells me that she does art every day in sketches and
paints. I personally love art, so I pick her brain about what art supplies she prefers. She explains
that she went to school for art (studied at Kankakee), and from the classes that she took there, she
learned a lot and loves all mediums; “it’s called experimenting because you have fun doing it.”
Unfortunately she had to stop going to college when her house caved in; her teacher was not
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sympathetic when there were issues at home, thus Eve transferred. She states that she was also in
the volleyball and basketball programs, and suspected that her teacher hated her because she
assumed that Eve expected athletic treatment. She appears slightly annoyed at the recollection,
but then appears to calm herself with a smile when she says that her grandma suggested that she
pray to the Lord about the teacher.
Eve has multiple cards and drawings of people for potential buyers, and I admire how she
makes them all vibrant with bright colors and varying shades. I ask her how business usually
goes, and Eve bluntly says that “I’m lucky to at least sell 2 and then I walk and show my art at
parks and get donations.” Since it’s the summer, she has also been focusing on making cards for
the 4th of July to make money, adding that her boyfriend is supporting her by selling “squares”
(cigarettes).
I ask her how old she is, and if she is worried about being pregnant—she is 25, and says
yes but knows that although it was not premediated, it “is a blessing to have one” with a sure
look on her face. Eve then explains that, however, her mother is not excited about it. “My mom
did crack but she was working and she still had us. She would leave us at home and we didn’t
know til, til her mom came and told us that she was like that and then she started distancing
herself from us cuz she felt like ‘Okay I’m doing this, I don’t want my kids to know,’ but, when
she had an accident one day I came home and she looked like a coon in her face, like a whole big
black eye and I’m like hold on- ‘does he do this to you?’ And then we find out […] actually the
guy she got pregnant by was actually the dealer […] my grandma wouldn’t pay the dealer and
my mom was like what am I supposed to do then? So she did it.” I’m a bit taken aback at how
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easily Eve tells me about her mother and her upbringing, especially because she does not appear
to be emotionally affected by it at all.
“What is it that we overlook in life?” I can tell that I’ve dislodged a memory by the
serious face that Eve makes, looking at the pavement in thought. “When I used to live in the city
and I was a kid, I never, I was actually, I was actually trapped at home—I could never leave the
house. So I would never be able to see the outside world. Now, I see the outside world […] that’s
the only thing I didn’t like. I didn’t see homelessness and people outside begging for change, I
didn’t see that at all.” She was trapped because “something happened to my mom when she was
a kid” so then she became a shut-in. She would say “nope, nope, go to your room, there’s a TV
in there. […] Don’t go too close to the door, you can go to the washroom.” She was allowed to
go to the back porch, but not allowed to go towards the street. Eve still talks to her mom, and
says that “she’s doing great.” I ask how it is that she can be solid with those kinds of experiences
and she says “I’m just a nice person […] because you’re supposed to be and if you don’t you
might [or] they might [be the next person who is overlooked].”
We share more about our over-sheltering parents, feminist views, and she explains some
basketball plays, all of which I greet with a confused look and we laugh. Although we’ve had
some very different experiences, it alarms me the more that she shares about her family because
my history shares similar tales. Her mother wanted her to study computers, and was greatly
disappointed in Eve when she decided to pursue a major in art instead. She talks about how
sometimes kids feel like they fail their parents when pursuing their interests, “but you’ve gotta
do good for you.” I tell her that I agree, and how frequently my own grandparents have tried to
persuade me to pursue a myriad of different majors based on their preferences, instead of
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encouraging me to explore my own. Eve and I evolve our conversation into more personal
matters, and I share one of my most painful secrets with her. Her lack of judgment means so
much simply because she does not owe me anything, and she suggests that I ask God for help to
which I tell her I have before, but that I’ll try it again.
Recollecting this moment, I see Eve as an angel that helped me come a little bit closer to
finding closure for myself that day. I rarely discuss the darker thoughts and experiences that I’ve
had (as I’m sure is understandable and others do it as well), so it was alarming especially to
myself that some of my secrets simply came out naturally during our discussion. It’s very rare
when you can encounter someone that in such a brief time you feel connected with. Maybe Eve
and I could become really good friends.
Another striking similarity between the two of us is that we both have big families. She
has six siblings, two boys and four girls to my one brother and three sisters. We also realize that
we harbor negative feelings towards our mothers because of their neglect in our childhoods—
Eve and her siblings had to be put in foster care for a few years, while my sisters and I became
adopted by our grandparents. Eve explains that eventually everyone was reunited and her mother
even adopted her cousin, but child services came and took away the kids because the kids were
left home alone often.
Her honesty makes me feel very comfortable sharing the not-so-pretty details of my life
and family too, and I explain how my mother used to party all night and sleep during the day
when she was supposed to be babysitting me so I would usually have to figure out how to feed
myself, and sometimes played a game to see how long I could go not eating until someone
noticed. She smiles an understanding smile at my story, and we both give each other a nod of
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acknowledgement—it just happens sometimes. As much as it is disappoints me to have to end
the conversation, I realize that I have already taken up at least 45 minutes of Eve’s time, far
longer than the “15 minutes or so” that I had initially proposed. Although I know she doesn’t
mind, I feel overwhelmed at sharing so much with a stranger, and tell her I’ll get going now.
Before I get the chance to pack up my notebook, Eve quickly asks me if I would mind
keeping an eye on her stuff so she could go “tinkle.” Of course I agree, making a reference to the
fact that especially since she’s pregnant it must be uncomfortable. She laughs, agreeing, and runs
down the street. Sitting on pavement next to her things, I try to imagine how I would feel if this
was my usual hang out spot, and note the rising sense of embarrassment I feel as people walking
by—some of them shooting me puzzled looks.
A man a few years older slows down and smiles at me. His fluffy dark brown hair pauses,
seemingly confused as to why I’m sitting outside in the rain next to a lawn chair seat that has an
umbrella and I just smile back and say “hi.” “Hey” he says, and he pulls a dollar out of his wallet
and hands it to me. I thank him, saying that “I’m watching this place for a friend but I’ll make
sure that the money ge—” when I hear “Wait!”, and turn to see Eve running down the sidewalk
headed back to me. The man looks a little jolted and says a quick goodbye with a sheepish grin,
and I stand up and hand the dollar to Eve when she reaches me. I thank her again for her time
and walk away, feeling very conflicted as to why it is that seeing homeless people is such a
commonality and why I haven’t started talking to people sooner.
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“Just to stop, say no. No problem […] just don’t judge us cuz we’re on the street. […] Do
you think I want to walk up to you and ask you for any money? I let all the drugs go, I let
all this go, [I’m] literally asking money for food. They judge.”
I was in a taco restaurant situated along Sunset Cliffs Boulevard in California with two of
my friends. We had just reached California a few hours ago during our cross-country road trip,
and this place was going to be the first meal in Cali. I met her when she started talking to my
friends Meghin and Taylor—she was saying, “I’m an alcoholic, I’m not gonna lie but […]”
while Meghin is politely nodding her head, listening to what the woman had to say. It’s not until
the girls and I get our food that I realize that this woman is not here to eat, but simply sitting
inside to rest.
My girlfriends coax me to talk to her—“Don’t be nervous, you won’t offend her! She
seems so nice!” So I hesitantly stand up from our table and walks towards her; “Hi, I’m Razzle.
Would you mind if I asked you a few questions over dinner? I’d love to buy you a meal in
exchange for your time.” Her overly-tanned skin crinkles with a smile as she beams at me and
she flicks her short black hair to the side, extending out her hand to shake mine—“Unicorn*.”
While we stand in line, I already get a sense that Unicorn is going to be talking my ear off. She
smells like a combination of the sun, leather, and vodka, but has a raspy yet surprisingly calming
voice to listen to. She explains that she is here with her fiancé (“he’s hiding out in the bathroom
right now”), and that they have been together for a full year. She proudly tells me that she is
100% Californian—born and bred, and that her fiancé Pegasus* was “born in California, but he
grew up in Nevada.”
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I wait until Unicorn is done sharing a few facts about herself, and then ask her what
she’d like to order. She blinks a couple times and looks at the light-haired teenager that’s waiting
for our order on the other side of the counter—she hadn’t noticed that it was our turn. We get a
few to-go meals, and I help Unicorn fill up the two pops she ordered at the soda machine. As
she’s raising her hand to press the lever for Dr. Pepper, I see that she has a white bandage
wrapped around her right arm and ask her “what happened there?” Unicorn explains that she had
to get stitches after cutting her arm when sticking it in a trash can. “I’m not gonna lie [I] thought
it was a spider bite.” I explain that it’s funny that she has a wrap around her arm because so does
my friend Meghin! After we receive our food, Unicorn gestures that we should grab a table near
the back of the restaurant. I then update Meghin about her and Unicorn’s similarity. Of course,
Meghin gets excited and starts laughing, pulling down the sleeve of her white zip-up hoodie and
shows Unicorn her bandage wrapping, explaining that hers actually is a bite. I took a picture of
them talking—it’s a captured moment of Meghin and Unicorn holding their bandaged arms up
next to each other’s and smiling, while Taylor is laughing at the coincidence.
We quickly calm down from the fun, and Unicorn takes a seat at my table where
I’ve already distributed our food—one meal on my side, two across from me for the facing
chairs. Unicorn takes a seat, and shortly after I see the Men’s Bathroom door open, and a tall,
brown-haired man walk out carrying a backpack. His eyes appear to be staring at nothing as he
gazes across the restaurant seemingly above our heads, before Unicorn breaks his trance and says
“Hey babe! Look what I got us.” She invites him to sit down while explaining how she, I, and
my girlfriends have just gotten to know each other. Pegasus hesitantly sits down with us, says
“thank you” in regards to the meal, and quietly starts eating. His face is also deeply tanned, but it
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still holds a youthful tautness in the cheeks and forehead. His eyes however are very dark—the
pupil is almost invisible to see or perhaps it’s fully expanded, I’m not sure.
Unicorn is the star of the conversation—before I have the chance to start asking some of
my questions, she starts telling me tales about herself to which I happily listen. She
explains that she got her degree in Computer Programming and Business Management “because
one day I’m gonna open up a bar and bistro, that is my passion.” I tell her that sounds like a great
idea but I don’t think she hears me, as it appears that she’s already changed topics. “I’m an
alcoholic, I’m never, ever have denied it […] I’ve got 4 rules; Number 1. Keep the Lord; 2. Tell
the truth; 3. Keep moving, and Number 4. Pay your debt. Number 4 may take time but eventually
if you get there, you’ll get there.” I ask her if these four rules are the key advice that she would
give to someone starting out in their lives, she says “Number 1, the Lord […] if you do that,
there is no 2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11…” I nod, noting that this is an interesting jumble of what she’s
already said.
I then ask what both she and Pegasus think people overlook in their daily lives.
Pegasus looks at me, apparently having heard my question but decides to take another bite
Instead of answer it (which doesn’t bother me). Once again, Unicorn has a lot to say: “they don’t
see the serious hurting in others.” She goes on to explain that the both of them have been
homeless for 7 months, that she is really trying not to be an alcoholic, and has a prescription for
Lithium that will be paid for by the church. Ultimately, she blames it on her family, stating that
they’re all drinkers.
While Unicorn continues to share more about her struggles with homelessness,
she’s hardly touching her tacos or fries. I note that occasionally Pegasus reaches over into her
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tray and grabs a handful of fries from time to time, which Unicorn acknowledges annoyingly
even though she says nothing. His actions get under my skin for a moment, and I offer them both
my jalapeno-bacon chips since they’re too spicy for me to eat. Unicorn says “no thanks hon”
while Pegasus eagerly accepts my chips and piles them on his tray (which still has food of his
own, by the way).I get the sense that this is simply the nature of their relationship, and try to
keep my facial expressions focused on Unicorn’s stories instead of arching my eyebrow in
irritation at Pegasus.
Their story is a very unique one—according to Unicorn. For a while they had
lived in Vegas and were doing well. Unicorn had initially gone there because she was looking for
her biological son, who had run away from home because he didn’t like her ex. Unfortunately,
while she was on the ground bus someone stole her wallet and ID—she didn’t realize it until she
got to Vegas. It was here she met Pegasus, and they immediately clicked. Pegasus was even
addicted to meth at the time, and she was able to convince him to quit. I glance at him and he
raises his head from his tray and nods at me, his somber face holding thoughts I know I’ll never
be able to know or fully understand.
I see Unicorn’s eyes start to glaze over as her focus shifts. “I’ve got 2 boys, one’s a navy
seal, [he’s] 24.” She describes her sons as opposite: “yin and yang.” Her other son—the one who
ran away—is 16 years old. She describes him as a very tall boy. “The only true thing in my heart
is that he’s still alive.”
I can feel her sadness increase as she reminisces over a memory, and I steal a glance at
Pegasus; he’s still fixated on his food. Unicorn tells me that her younger son is a bit of a
troublemaker; he was locked up in juvenile hall (for stealing a car), and became close with his

31

cell mate. When he was let out, he ended up acting out worse than before. He was arrested again
when he was wrongly blamed for setting a landfill on fire which other kids has set, and he had
actually put it out. Unicorn’s brows wrinkle into a frown as she recalls that a Fire Marshall told
her that if her son told the truth, he would be fine. Instead, when he confessed to having been
there, he was convicted. I’m appalled at the story and tell her as such, but Unicorn shakes her
head as if trying to dislodge the thought and looks to my notebook, wanting a new question.
I ask her if people are overall good or bad—“In between.” Unicorn explains that
you can mainly tell by looking into someone’s eyes. I nervously ask her what she sees in mine.
Unicorn leans forward: her brown eyes unblinkingly peering into my own. I stare back slightly
feeling frightened by her, but curious. “Happiness. Truthfulness. Love.” I’m warmed by her
answer and smile, thanking her for her opinion.
As much as I would like to, I don’t know if I believe what Unicorn saw in my eyes. I
would like to think that when a stranger looks at me they see good, but knowing myself I know
that there’s a lot of inner turmoil that I’m constantly dealing with. I remember feeling some
negative defensive thoughts as I looked back into Unicorn’s eyes, as if daring her to pick it out.
When she didn’t, I was surprised, and perhaps a bit disappointed because I thought for sure it
was clear that I have some darkness. Perhaps I don’t give enough credit to the good in myself,
and should trust a stranger’s judgment.
We then decide to have a bit of fun, and Unicorn randomly asks me to guess both her and
Pegasus’s ages. This catches his attention and he excitedly looks at me, waiting for my answer.
After studying the both of their faces for a moment, I guess mid-30’s for the both of them:
specifically 33 for Pegasus. He smiles a crooked and tells me “You’re right!” and Unicorn
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ecstatically explains that people are usually never able to guess correctly since Pegasus looks
older than his age. Unicorn tells me that she’s turning 41 on the 18th of July.
It’s at this point that I notice how repetitive she is—re-explaining her 4 main rules and
the fact that she’s an alcoholic. Throughout her stories I realize that Unicorn is a hell of a fighter,
and has had cancer 3 times, ovarian, cervical, and oral, but has been cancer free since 1999. I
reply in shock, saying “goddammit, that’s crazy!” and her face snaps into a stern look. She
corrects me, saying that I should “never use the Lord’s name in vain.” I sheepishly nod my head
in agreement, and tell myself to make a mental note to ensure I don’t offend her again. Changing
the subject, I ask them both what they value most in their lives. For a moment Pegasus appears to
have a thought that begins to blossom, but it’s quickly deflated by Unicorn’s interruption. “Live,
love laugh […] music.” She says, “not country though,” and I exclaim “Thank you!”, venting
that many of my friends love that genre and I just don’t understand it, and we spend a few
minutes trash-talking its themes of trucks, horses, and whatever else.
We move on to what she values least about herself—alcohol and drugs. Unicorn
explains that she was a meth user for a while: “I never wanted to stick a needle in me, but one
night when I was really drunk someone took advantage and stuck a needle in me. Overdosed me,
[…] from the toilet, puked my guts out. […] The one who shot me up […], he eventually got
arrested.” She states the story so matter-of-factly that I have difficulty not expressing my disgust
with that experience, but I do tell her that I’m so sorry, and that I can’t imagine what that would
be like. If she hears me, she hardly reacts.
After more small talk, I tell them both that I do not want to take up more of their
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time, to which Unicorn says, “we have nothing else to do.” I explain that my friends are also
waiting for me and thank them again for their time, expressing how nice it was to chat with them.
They tell me to find them on Facebook, and Unicorn gives me a hug, saying “God bless you.”
She goes on to say that it was “more than a blessing to meet you” and talks about how hungry
both she and Pegasus were and that my friends and I must be angels. After the three of us make
our way outside of the restaurant, all of us girls share an affectionate group hug as Pegasus has
wandered off to ask someone for a cigarette, and we say goodbye.
It wasn’t until after the interview and I was in the car with my friends that
they told me that Pegasus had said that he was keeping a check from his ex-girlfriend that was
leftover from an apartment that they had lived in together. He had confided in Taylor and
Meghin that he lied to his ex and said that he turned it in but he didn’t, and they consequently
got kicked out of the apartment. He still holds the check in his pocket and sees it as a back-up
plan; although he’s on probation for the next 3 years, he is still aspiring to leave and may use it
to help. I don’t know what this means to Unicorn (or if she even knows), but I find it interesting
that Pegasus seemed much more talkative when he was out of earshot of Unicorn.

“Rapunzel!”
During my mission trip in El Salvador, my group is making it a point to visit as many
sites as possible so that we can not only see where our funding is being applied, but more
importantly to meet the local people. Today, we’re all crammed into a 20 person multi-colored
van to visit a church that’s still in the process of construction. I’m surprised as to how tightly the
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roads often constrict and curve here—we constantly need to slow to let people cross the street
and to avoid hitting the stray dogs that appear constantly.
Upon arrival at the church, I gladly scurry out of the bus (as expected, there’s no AC and
some of the windows are too broken to open and let in the air flow), and step onto the gravel. I’m
surprised to see a large group of kids waiting for us, holding a sign with huge smiles on their
faces. I can’t help but smile back, especially when I notice that some of the younger children
(roughly 5 years old or so) appear to be nervous at our arrival. After everyone else is off the bus,
the kids break into song, their varying voices echoing off of every hollow nook that this
construction site seems to have. It’s beautiful, and so thoughtful of them.
We applaud them, and after a prayer together I get the chance to say hello to the parents
that brought these kids; I can’t help but note that many of them are women. After introducing
myself as “Razel,” the woman that I’m speaking to and I quickly establish that it’s a tricky name
to say with their pronunciation of “R’s”, and that I’m not that skilled in saying their names
either. One of the woman—Fiona*—with her heart-shaped face, sincere shining eyes, and a
loving smile points to my black braid and shouts “Rapunzel!” I start to laugh and say “Si! Si!”
and everyone else begins to giggle as Fiona makes the joke that my braid is short because I cut
my hair. This is the name that stuck with me throughout the rest of my trip there, and I loved it.
Reflecting back, I especially love that Fiona’s mind went to Disney princesses when she
was thinking of a name for me. It shows me that although she has inevitably been through
hardships in her life, she still has a strong inner child that enjoys the little things in life. I
especially remember this feeling of her energy in our interactions together; sometimes we would
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dance to the festival music, and other times she would simply caress my shoulder and give me a
smile when we would be trying to communicate.
She has two young children: a boy and girl whom I enjoy playing hide-and-seek with in
the church’s community garden, winding in and out of the tall stalks of green leaves and vivid
flowers or oranges, red, purples, and others. Her children undoubtedly carry her spirit: smiling
brightly and accepting to everyone who says hello by responding with a shy smile and an
invitation to play. I’m fortunate enough to see Fiona and her children a few times throughout my
trip—they seem to attend almost every church function. Every time I would see her and her
children, she would shout “Rapunzel!” and we would give each other a big hug—it was always a
relief to see her again since every time we’d say goodbye we were never sure if we would see
each other again.
We made sure to exchange contact information, and when I returned home I was able to
send Fiona the translated version of my interview. She is 27 years old, and originates from
Guazapa, San Salvador, in El Salvador. Her faith in God is steadfast, and I find it refreshing that
she strives to live the word of God, not simply to preach it. In our emails, Fiona expresses that
the “world has principles and values, but some people do not put into practice the Christian
values that make us better people,” and to a certain extent I agree with her. I especially
appreciate that Fiona and everyone else I met on my mission trip were so accepting of my
religious (or lack there-of) beliefs, and did not treat me any differently for it. Fiona’s faith in God
and my stage of still figuring out my own stance did not change anything—we still viewed and
valued each other as the same, which is as people with feelings and experiences to share.
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She is beautiful in the ways that she holds so steadfast in her faith, saying that people
should engage with “the good practice of moral values and spiritual[ity],” because she herself
demonstrates it so well. Fiona’s key advice for everyone is that people deserve “solidarity with
all the people who need it, among other values that make us unique as human beings.” I think
about Fiona often, and love seeing her upload new pictures of her two children on her Facebook.
The little girl is always smiling her big grin, her brown eyes holding the warm of her mother’s.
Fiona’s son is shyly peeking at the camera, with a brightness and hope that sears into the camera
lens. And of course Fiona herself, with her pronounced cheeks as black shoulder-length hair
twisted into a playful bun on the top of her head—these people teach me that there is an
undeniable goodness in the world.

“[We] cannot change the destiny that God [has] given for every human being, only because
it is we who persevere [in] life.”
Darla* was 22 years old, and had very pronounced cheekbones that appeared to glow
when she would laugh. Her black hair bounced at her shoulders which she usually wore down,
and she seemed to like to wear anything that was brightly colored. She had an adorable daughter
who was a toddler, and a son who we celebrated the first year birthday with during our visit.
Although we weren’t able to talk often because of the Spanish/English barrier, I did get to know
her a lot better via Facebook after I sent her a translation of my questions.
Although I have had difficulty translating some parts of our conversation, through her
answers I learned that Darla measures a person’s goodness by what habits they have: “I think the
manner [of] people, [they] do not have good [if they] drink alcohol, smoking, cigarettes or drugs
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and bad. Many juvenile delinquents who do not want to go to school and there is no love
between them and their parents which is important for the youth. […] example here in El
Salvador have many delinquents. Many young people do not want to go to the schools and
parents are not with them. The love of parents is very important for all young people.” Being
such a young mother I can only imagine the fears that Darla must have for her kids, especially
since she has seen so many people choose unhealthy paths.
The enthusiasm that I saw in Darla during the few times that we interacted in person
during my mission trip only highlights how amazing a woman she is. She was always holding her
shy son at her hip, and I remember seeing how adoringly her children looked at her. They were
very obedient and happy, and I have no doubt that she makes sure to give them as much love as
humanly possible, every day.
In our email exchanges, Darla said that “my average day is to prepare my daughter to go
to school then sacred food after [we] pray to be able to have lunch […] I take my baby and my
husband also to help my aunts in any way that they need.” She believes that “people don't
appreciate the life that God gave us in this world,” and is “happy because God is with all the
beings of the Earth and I trust my family and my brothers in Christ.” I am in awe of her religious
allegiance; for me, I am still discovering my own beliefs but I feel an undeniably ethereal
emotion when reading her answers.
“For me, all the days are perfect because when I wake up I give thanks to our Father for
lending me a day more of life with me and my family.” I completely agree with her mindset of
choosing to value what she has, and keeping priceless things such as her family so close to her
heart. Darla explains that she values not only her life for God, but also enjoys “football [soccer],
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[to] be [a] mother and wife, and much more.” She does not like that her character can be
impulsive sometimes, and that she will say and do things that she hadn’t thought through.
I appreciate this honesty. As much as I wish I could have spoken to Darla about these
questions in person, I obtain a good idea of what makes her tick by what she describes as her
strengths and weaknesses. In many ways they are similar to mine, and very much human.
Although we come from completely different backgrounds, I pleasantly realize that we still can
relate to each other well.
At the end of her message she is kind enough to say “I love you and hope you always
stay in touch. God blesses you, and pour blessings upon you and your family.” We still keep in
touch online, and I am always glad to see her updating the church events that take place in her
community.

“I value my life and my health and body”
The first time I meet Rico*, it is after the Peace Parade in San Salvador in El Salvador. In
the courtyard of Luterano Colegio (a Lutheran school for K-12 students), everyone is
congregated for lunch after a long march through the downtown area. This is an annual
proclamation of the “No More Violence” campaign and a memorial of the civil war that took
place in 1960’s. He is originally from Tanacatepeque San Salvador, and has a pet baby iguana
that he keeps on a string, wrapped around its hind legs. It is the main attraction for the kids—the
lizard’s lime green skin is especially bright as it contrasts to the deep brown of Rico’s skin,
basking in the sun. Rico is very charismatic; although we can’t have a deep conversation due to
the language barrier, his winks and flirty eyebrow arches during our interactions communicate it
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well enough. We exchanged Facebook information and became friends through that medium—it
was through this contact that I was able to get to know Rico better by sending him a translation
of my questions.
He believes that “in life it is important to tolerate, [and take] the time in which we are by
all the violence.” It saddens me that Rico has lived in such a gang-infested community; although
I learned a lot about San Salvador’s history, I cannot begin to fathom what it would be like to
experience it. In San Salvador, many people are recruited into gangs through bullying, violence
and sometimes desperation to be able to provide for their families. During my mission trip there,
I stayed in a place called Casa Concordia—a gated site that holds multiple homes, many that
house families who are hiding from these gangs in an attempt to resist their influence.
Rico has a strong religious faith, and through our internet conversations I learn that he
ultimately believes that “People cannot control their destination, only God.” He explains that his
perfect day is to “spend it with my family” and to praise God. Almost every one of his answers
includes God, and what good he is and brings. He states that he is “happy with my life of Dear
God’s gift to me and my parents and my brothers.”
Although we don’t keep in touch as often anymore, I wish him the best. I have felt
hesitant to reach out and say “hello” again because I sometimes worry if I would be a bother to
Rico. My trip to El Salvador primarily emphasized how fortunate I am to live in the United States
and although I am very happy to live here, I did occasionally feel ashamed at my fortune when I
was interacting with Rico and other people who stemmed from a place that deal with such
hardships every day. There were simple things that I noticed, such as the quality of food (much
more unhealthy options than here in America), as well as the cleanliness of the air. To see the
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locals still smiling and being so affectionate with each other was mind-boggling to me; they are
genuinely strong and beautiful people.

“In in all media, we're going to find with good people and bad things makes a difference is
one himself, as he must try to be righteous and the good way.”
I only met Doctor* once, and it was at his place of occupation: a hospice. The previous
summer my mission trip group had visited this hospice and walked around, praying with
everyone and handing out flowers. It had gone over so well that they wanted to make it a
tradition. Since this was my first time coming along on the trip, I found it overwhelming the
moment my group walked into the hospice—the smell of disinfectant on the glossy white floors
echoed off the walls. The staff all smiled at us as we walked around, saying “hola” to the patients
and the visiting family members and handing them a flower. Some of my members who were
fluent in Spanish started conversations with the people, and the rest of us who couldn’t expressed
our sympathies through gestures.
Slowly wandering by myself, the Doctor* sees me as I hesitantly walk down the middle
aisle of the room, clearly afraid to walk around a white curtain and approach a patient. My
experience with hospices was none. Doctor silently stopped me as I slowly walked by one of the
curtains and gives me with a small smile: his young tan skin hardly showing any sadness despite
the actual tension and reality of the situation we were standing in. He pulls the white curtains
hanging to his left to the side of the chrome bar they hang on and waves me into the room,
closing it once I step inside.
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There is an old woman on the bed, her body twisted in an “S” with her mouth stuck open,
her teeth wrapped around her toothless gums, her breaths heavy. I quietly approach her bed after
a gentle wave and smile to her sitting daughter. “Hola” I say, putting my flower beside the old
woman and gently touching her spotted, weak hand. I turn to her daughter and say “Ella is
bonita” (“she is beautiful”) and feel incredibly frustrated at my lack of Spanish. The daughter
smiles, and I give her a hug; “Lo siento” (“I’m sorry”). She smiles and nods her head in a
thankful gesture, and I quickly spin around and leave through the curtain door. I immediately
rush to an empty curtained room and I begin to sob at the heaviness of this reality, holding my
hands clenched to my mouth because I don’t want to be selfish and distract anyone from time
with their loved ones.
It wasn’t until I was done speaking to the patient and her daughter that I am able to
converse with Doctor more, and we exchange contact information once I explain my project.
Although we can hardly communicate, luckily there is another worker there who is bilingual, and
had asked me if I was alright once he saw me crying. Doctor had stopped and joined our
conversation, his small smile holding an excitement and graciousness that was very honest, and
soothed my nerves. He is careful to make sure that I can read his handwriting on the piece of
paper that he writes down his email and phone number on, and I express my gratitude.
Once I sent him the questions, I learned so much more about the tall, humble caretaker.
Doctor is a thirty year old El Salvadorean, and believes that people are “good and every day we
learn something new from God.” His key advice is for people to “surround yourself with good
people,” because “people learn bad also and they are trying to make it, they […] help you see the
life from another point of view.” He believes that “one must live [life] to the fullest and in peace
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with God, and if we have God in our hearts, we have happiness and this happiness is reflected in
all that we do.”
Do to his occupation, he is very busy and holds a constantly varying routine, explaining
that “The average day here is lunch, but treatment of patients vary it by the routine. I don't like
[that] I am very active and I try to do thousands of things to avoid the routine.” In the rush of
everyday life Doctor states that “life is going quick and sometimes [we] have little time for our
loved ones or friends but that's an art [we need to take] the time and organize ourselves more in
order to be in contact with everyone. […] when a friend moves away but the distance does not
determine if you keep wide contact with this person.”
He has a very refreshing outlook on life—honest but not rude, sincere and strong. In
himself, Doctor values his passive nature and chooses to be happy. He also esteems himself to be
funny, and expresses that he likes being an entrepreneur. He least values that he will “sometimes
anger easily when I see injustice, and at times I have more control [than] words express.”
Ultimately, Doctor believes that when it comes to if one can control their own destiny “You
cannot do […] no one can control his destiny but do not know him. God alone is Lord and master
of our destination.”
I still email frequently with Doctor, and have really enjoyed being able to keep in touch
and updated about our different lives. Sometimes it is difficult because Doctor’s every day is so
much more stressful and seemingly “real” than mine that I sometimes don’t know what to say
when he expressed frustrations with his lack of equipped staff and patients’ stories. I hope to
eventually be able to understand him and relate to him more so that our friendship can continue
to grow.
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CONCLUSION
There are many startling facts that I encountered during my research for this project. In
the “Homelessness”: Opposing Viewpoints Series, the history of how homelessness came to
manifest in our society is explained—
When colonists first settled in the New World, they brought along English poor
laws and Elizabethan attitudes about who was worthy to receive charitable aid.
These became the basis for strict settlements laws, under which prospective
colonists had to petition city leaders for permission to live in a community. As
undesirable individuals and families were refused settlement in town after town, it
created a large underclass of poor, homeless wanderers—the country's first
homeless population. The attitude that homeless people are unworthy of
assistance still persists today, and such views often motivate those who oppose
public aid programs. (14)

Being aware of the history of this overlooked population may help us all to dislodge what
negative associations we have with the homeless.
I was very angered when I read about some of the inherently-biased laws during my
research as well. There are laws like the “blanket ban,” which “makes it unlawful for people
living outside to cover themselves with a blanket from 11 p.m. to 8 a.m. Sleeping in cars is
illegal during those hours [as well]” (31). This law is so specific that it is undeniably targeted at
the homeless population to dissuade them from staying in certain areas. Instead of trying to keep
them out of locations, why not strive to help them?
Moreover, there are other types of homeless criminalization measures that have been
created. “Enactment and enforcement of legislation that makes it illegal to sleep, sit, or store
personal belongings in public spaces in cities where people are forced to live in public spaces.”
(166). There are also “Sweeps of city areas in which homeless persons are living to drive them
out of those areas, frequently resulting in the destruction of individuals’ personal property such
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as important personal documents and medication” (166). I find this type of funded behavior by
our communities to be appalling. Why are we treating people who have fallen into unfortunate
circumstances like pariahs? Where has our capability for sympathy gone?
I was even more surprised to learn from the Opposing Viewpoints Series that there has
also been an “Enactment and enforcement of laws that restrict groups sharing food with
homeless persons in public spaces” (166); this means that even if people would like to help, they
are risking getting in trouble themselves. I recognize that I unknowingly chanced this when
conducting my interviews since I always bought my interviewees food in exchange for their
time. However, I doubt I would have done anything differently had I known if this law was
applied in Chicago or anywhere else that I interviewed.
In conclusion, reflecting on my experiences when interviewing a handful of homeless
people I have become more aware of my own inherent biases about this overlooked population. I
am embarrassed to admit that subconsciously I initially assumed that I was more intelligent than
those I interviewed simply based on their situations in life in comparison to my own. I now
realize that I learned something of value from each person that I spoke with, and that I was
ignorantly typecasting them. I’m glad that at least now I am able to recognize these stereotyped
expectations that I have because then I can use it as a foundation to hopefully practice more
sensitivity and mindfulness of my judgment of others.
In the future, if I were to interview homeless people again, I would also be more sensitive
to my own position in the situation. With certain interviewees I ignored my instinct that told me
that I was entering a potentially dangerous situation. Now in hindsight, I recognize that this
wasn’t the most intelligent decision. I was very fortunate to have never found my safety
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compromised during these interviews, however I believe it is important to consistently allow
oneself to exercise caution with others. Even if one does not carry bad intentions, does not mean
that others do not.
There were other interviews that I did not include—primarily because they were not
orally recorded. Nonetheless, during these interviews, I encountered the ugliness of thickened
spit stuck to a drunk homeless man’s face, and stared into his eyes as his slack jaw asked me for
two dollars. I do not strive emphasize the dirtiness of their lives (both physically and otherwise),
but it is significant and sobering to know that it is there.
It is unfortunate that our society teaches us to primarily value those who have achieved a
certain status. Although in many instances it is understandable to idolize dedication and success,
perhaps instead we should strive to view each person as someone who has the potential to
contribute goods things into society. Simply put, we don’t know what’s in anyone’s (nonetheless,
homeless people’s) brains and what they’re capable of—the fact that they are in an unfortunate
circumstance does not earn them neglect by others. Instead, this circumstance should incite the
opposite. I still like to say “Hello” and give money to the homeless people that I see because of
the simple fact that I do see them. I believe that regardless of where anyone is in their lives, that
simply by acknowledging each other and helping when we can will ultimately help to improve
the world.
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